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Abstract 
Purpose: The purpose of this research is to examine the concept of ‘potential quality’—that is, 
a company’s tangible search qualities (such as the physical servicescape and virtual 
servicescape)—within the context of the real-estate industry in the USA. 
Design/methodology/approach: This qualitative study collects data by conducting personal in-
depth interviews with 34 respondents who had been recent buyers or renters of property. The 
data are then coded and themed to identify quality dimensions relevant to this industry. 
Findings: The results indicate that a buyer’s perception of the overall service quality of real-
estate service consists of two components: (i) the interaction with a realtor (process quality); 
and (ii) the virtual servicescape, especially the firm’s website design and content (potential 
quality). The study concludes that existing scales (such as SERVQUAL and RESERV) fail to 
capture the tangible component of service quality sufficiently in the real-estate industry.  
Research limitations/implications: The study uses data from only one industry (real estate) 
and from only one demographic segment (professionals in higher education). 
Practical implications: Service providers of intangible, high-contact services must appreciate 
the importance of the virtual servicescape as a surrogate quality indicator that can help to reduce 
information asymmetries and consumers’ uncertainty with regard to initiating a business 
relationship. Real estate firms need to pay attention to the training of agents and the design and 
content of their e-service systems.  
Originality/value: This study integrates potential quality, process quality, and outcome quality 
in a comprehensive proposed model. In particular, the study identifies ‘potential quality’ as a 
combination of the attributes of the virtual service environment and the physical service 
environment. 
Keywords: service quality, virtual servicescape, tangibility, real estate 
Paper type: Research paper  
 
 
1. Introduction  
Services differ in their degree of intangibility. As the level of intangibility increases, prospective 
customers face increasing uncertainty in assessing service characteristics, and are thus forced to place 
greater reliance on experience and/or credence qualities. In the absence of personal information (such 
as word-of-mouth recommendation or expert opinion), potential customers come to rely on various 
‘surrogate’ indicators of quality (or ‘search qualities’) (Reimer and Kuehn, 2005). Several authors 
have identified the so-called ‘servicescape’ as being one such indicator of quality (Aubert-Gamet and 
Cova, 1999; Baker et al., 2002; Ward et al., 1992).  
Relatively little attention has been paid in the extant literature to the question of how a 
company’s servicescape acts as a surrogate quality indicator in influencing potential customers’ 
evaluations of service quality (Reimer and Kuehn, 2005). This is despite the advent of new research 
streams that are addressing tangibility as a quality factor in electronic B2C relations (Melián-Alzola & 
Padrón-Robaina, 2006) and the effects of aesthetics in virtual servicescapes (Vilnai-Yavetz & Rafaeli, 
2006). However, the emphasis of researchers in this field has been on attempts to adapt traditional 
quality models to the online environment—an approach that fails to integrate the physical perspective 
and the virtual perspective in a single framework. 
Against this background, the objective of the present study is to develop an integrated research 
framework by combining a number of different research streams—service quality in general, 
servicescapes as a surrogate quality indicator, the concept of virtual servicescapes, and the idea of 
tangibility as a quality factor of e-services. In accordance with the work of Donabedian (1966, 1980) 
and Steffen (2006), the resulting model describes service quality as a sequence of three main 
components: (i) potential quality; (ii) process quality; and (iii) outcome quality. In particular, the study 
identifies potential quality as combining the quality of the virtual service environment with the quality 
of the physical service environment before a service interaction is initiated.  
2. Literature review 
2.1 Servicescape and service quality 
According to Svensson (2006), the construct of service quality has become a fundamental feature of 
research into consumer marketing (Kotler, 2000), industrial marketing (Håkansson and Snehota, 
1995), services marketing (Grönroos, 2000), and relationship marketing (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). As 
such, numerous studies have investigated the conceptualisation of the construct and various multi-
dimensional methods of measuring it have been suggested (Le Blanc and Nguyen, 1988; Parasuraman 
et al., 1988; Saleh and Ryan, 1992). 
Most of these multi-dimensional measures have included some reference to ‘tangible’ quality 
attributes (such as physical appearance, ambient conditions, or aesthetics) in assessing service quality. 
Table 1 provides an overview of several studies that have included such ‘tangible’ quality dimensions.  
 
Take in Table I about here 
Table I: Overview of studies focusing on ‘tangible’ quality attributes 
 
Despite the prominence of ‘tangibles’ in most measures of service quality, several authors have 
criticised the manner in which this aspect of service quality has been treated. In particular, Reimer and 
Kuehn (2005) have suggested that the term ‘servicescape’ (Bitner 1992, 2000) should be used more 
widely, rather than the term ‘tangibles’, because the former is a more comprehensive concept that 
includes ambient conditions, in addition to the more obvious ‘tangibles’ (such as the appearance of 
physical facilities, equipment, personnel, and communication material) (Zeithaml et al., 1990). 
According to Reimer and Kuehn (2005), such a ‘servicescape’ plays a greater role in assessments of 
service quality than has previously been supposed. They contended that the servicescape is not only an 
indicator of expected service quality, but also influences the evaluation of the intangible dimensions of 
a received service. Although their study was restricted to only two services industries (retail banking 
and restaurants), the results do indicate a need to address the potential significance of tangible cues as 
a surrogate quality factor before a customer relationship begins.  
In this regard, Steffen (2006) has proposed the term ‘potential quality’. Although this term has 
not been prominent in the Anglo-American literature, certain aspects of it are expressed in more 
commonly used terms—such as ‘store atmospherics’ (Donovan and Rossiter, 1982; Spangenberg et 
al., 1996) and ‘servicescape’ (Bitner, 1992, 2000). Steffen (2006) proposed that this construct has four 
dimensions: (i) interior decoration; (ii) orientation/clarity; (iii) ambience; and (iv) transaction. His 
study, which was conducted in the setting of a bookstore in Switzerland, indicated that these 
servicescape factors have a positive effect on customer satisfaction.  
2.2 Virtual servicescape 
As a result of technological advances, especially the Internet, traditional sales and service encounters 
in physical locations (so-called ‘bricks-and-mortar’ service settings) are now changing towards 
‘bricks-and-clicks’ service settings (or even ‘clicks-only’ settings). This development has led to a need 
to develop scales to measure the quality of e-services (Collier and Bienstock, 2006; Fassnacht and 
Koese, 2006; Parasuraman et al., 2005). 
In this regard, some authors have stressed the importance of understanding how the design of e-
service systems affects customer reactions (Cao and Zhao, 2004; Iqbal et al., 2003; Kim and Lee, 
2002; Mummalaneni, 2005; Rust and Kannan, 2002; Santos, 2003). Indeed, some authors suggest that 
design and development of web sites are as important as the product on sale (Melián-Alzola and 
Padrón-Robaina, 2006; Vincente, 2000). Vilnai-Yavetz and Rafaeli (2006), who referred to the virtual 
sites that customers encounter in an e-service setting as ‘virtual servicescapes’, studied the influence 
of such virtual servicescapes on customers’ perceptions and reactions. They found that feelings of 
pleasantness mediated the relationship between aesthetics and satisfaction, as well as mediating the 
relationship between aesthetics and approach towards service interaction. Vilnai-Yavetz and Rafaeli 
(2006) concluded that management should pay close attention to the design of the virtual service 
delivery, with a special focus on aesthetics and symbolism in such designs.  
Apart from the issues of design and aesthetics in online services, Melián-Alzola and Padrón-
Robaina (2006) have noted the importance of easy navigation (including uniform appearance and a 
clear visual hierarchy), rapid page download, and access to all information of interest (such as search 
engines and menus). As a result of a study among 191 individuals who had made a purchase on the 
Internet, Melián-Alzola and Padrón-Robaina (2006) generated a one-dimensional, four-attribute scale 
to measure various aspects of design—including intuitive navigation, signposting, navigation tools, 
and explanatory sections.  
2.3 Real estate services 
Studies of service quality (and, more recently, e-service quality) have been conducted in a wide 
variety of industries, including financial services, banking, retailing, hospitality, car services, and 
health care; however, relatively few studies have addressed this topic in the real estate industry. In 
view of the economic importance of this service, this relative research neglect is somewhat surprising. 
According to the United States Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA, 2007), the real estate, rental, and 
leasing sector contributes approximately 13% of American gross domestic product (GDP). This sector 
is therefore significant (Lovelock and Wirtz, 2007); moreover, in view of technological changes in the 
industry, there is an increasing need to develop adequate measures of service quality in real estate 
services. As Seiler, Webb and Whipple (2000, p. 105) have observed, the real estate business 
environment is “… constantly changing due to increased competition and technological advancements, 
such as online brokerage services”.  
Real estate services, especially during the pre-purchase stage, involve intangible, high-contact 
services in which customers have to rely primarily on experience and credence qualities (Nelson and 
Nelson, 1995; Lovelock and Gummesson, 2004). Moreover, a characteristic feature of this industry is 
that prospective clients usually have to travel some distance to the real estate firm’s office and/or to 
the properties offered. As a consequence, prospective customers are forced to rely on surrogate quality 
signals (search qualities) before a customer–provider interaction is initiated. 
Despite these characteristic features of the industry, neither academic researchers nor industry 
practitioners have fully recognised the importance of such search qualities. Indeed, most researchers 
have applied the SERVQUAL model to analyse quality in the real estate industry. For example, 
Johnson et al. (1988) investigated the determinants and the level of service quality in the real estate 
industry. The authors identified similar service-quality determinants to those proposed by Parasuraman 
et al., although the rank order differed somewhat.  
Nelson and Nelson (1995) developed a version of SERVQUAL specifically for real-estate 
brokerage. This measuring instrument, entitled the ‘real estate service quality’ (‘RESERV’) scale, 
contained 31 items in seven dimensions and demonstrated high internal consistency and convergent 
validity. The authors concluded that such a modified version of a generic service-quality measurement 
scale is appropriate for use in the real-estate brokerage industry. Seiler et al. (2000) also developed a 
specific survey instrument with two quality factors (‘agent characteristics’ and ‘tangibles’) for a large 
real-estate brokerage firm in the USA. The study found that an agent’s characteristics affect overall 
service quality and the future use of the firm, which led the authors to the conclusion that real-estate 
firms should carefully recruit, train, and monitor their agents.  
3. Conceptual framework 
A review of the literature reveals that models of service quality have tended to focus on either 
traditional service settings or virtual aspects of the service-delivery process. As such, it is apparent that 
there is a need for an integrated model that: 
 assesses the perceived quality of both the virtual servicescape and the physical servicescape 
as a precursor to the service interaction (that is, a model that takes account of the ‘potential 
quality’ of the virtual servicescape and the physical servicescape); and 
 considers such potential quality as a determinant of process quality—that is, as a 
determinant of the perceived quality of the agent–client interaction, customer satisfaction, 
and customer behaviour (such as intentions to recommend).  
Furthermore, a review of the literature reveals that most studies of e-service quality have been 
conducted in retail settings (Fassnacht and Koese, 2006). Less attention has been paid to e-service in 
the context of intangible, high-contact professional services—such as real-estate services. As such, it 
is apparent that there is a need for further investigation of the quality factors that are relevant to the 
initiation of a service interaction, as well as their effects on the emotional response and behaviour of 
customers.  
In view of these considerations, the research framework that is proposed for the present study is 
illustrated in Figure 1. Building upon the work of Vilnai-Yavetz and Rafaeli (2006) and Steffen 
(2006), the proposed model consists of two levels: (i) before the service interaction; and (ii) after the 
service interaction. Before the interaction, it is assumed that the perceived potential quality (both 
physical and virtual) leads to an emotional response (namely positive feelings of pleasantness), which 
is, itself, a determinant of a prospective customer’s decision to initiate a service interaction. Once a 
relationship between provider and customer has begun, the process and outcome of service delivery 
then become important in determining customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. It should be noted 
in Figure 1 that the broken line surrounding the ellipsis labelled ‘quality of the physical service 
environment’ indicates that consumers might or might not experience the physical facility of a 
particular service provider.  
 
Take in Figure 1 about here 
Figure 1: Research framework 
 
4. Research methodology 
4.1 Research design  
The main purposes of this study of the real-estate industry were: (i) to collect and analyse in-depth 
data about customers’ reasons for choosing particular realtors; and (ii) to identify the quality attributes 
that influence consumers’ evaluations of service quality in this industry. A qualitative research 
methodology was chosen (Carson et al., 2001; Cohen, 1999; Dey, 1993) utilising the grounded-theory 
approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1994), which has increasingly been adopted in marketing research, 
especially for practice-oriented studies (Goulding, 2001; Lasotta, 2007; Michalski, 2002).  
To develop a broad perspective of service-quality dimensions in real estate, data were collected 
from semi-structured exploratory interviews that allowed respondents significant freedom in their 
narration of responses (Lasotta, 2007). However, to ensure the collection of appropriate data in pursuit 
of the stated goals of the study, a ‘problem-centric’ interview method (Witzel, 2000) was adopted, 
which is in accordance with the essential notions of grounded theory. In adopting this research 
methodology, it was recognised that reliability and validity problems can arise as a result of the 
“ambiguity of word meanings, category labels, and coding rules in a particular study” (Jun and Cai, 
2001, p. 276; see also Weber, 1985).  
For the sake of efficiency, participants in this study were chosen from among the academic staff 
of an institution of higher education in Kentucky (USA). The criterion for selection was that 
participants must have moved to the institution prior to the fall semester which started in August 2006. 
In other words, within six months preceding data collection. This criterion was adopted to increase the 
likelihood that participants were previously unfamiliar with the area in which they had to search for 
housing through the service offerings of real-estate firms. It was also felt that a group of academic 
staff members, being somewhat older than students, would have more experience in assessing the 
quality of real-estate services.  
4.2 Data collection 
Data were collected over a 5-week period beginning in late January 2007. The author contacted new 
faculty and staff members (in person, by telephone, or by email) to request their participation in the 
study. Of the 45 individuals who were thus contacted, 29 people who fulfilled the above-mentioned 
criterion (of being previously unfamiliar with the geographical area) agreed to participate; only one 
individual declined to answer any questions.  
During the interview process, the present author was referred to five other faculty members who 
had moved to the institution in the previous year. It was decided to contact these individuals as well, 
and all five agreed to participate. Overall, 34 individuals (67%) participated in the study.  
As noted above, a semi-structured questionnaire with open-ended questions was utilised for the 
interviews. This covered the following topics:  
 description of the general process of finding housing;  
 the respondents’ perceptions of potential quality and process quality of real-estate agencies;  
 the importance of certain quality dimensions (as identified by the author from the 
literature); and 
 the respondents’ emotional responses and behavioural outcomes.  
If a respondent was unable to provide information about his/her perceptions, the questions were 
rephrased to request information about expectations with respect to an ‘ideal’ real-estate company.  
The duration of the interviews ranged from 10 to 30 minutes. This variation reflects the 
different experiences among the respondents. These differences included the following:  
 First, for respondents who rented their accommodation, there were fewer online services 
available than for those who searched with a view to buying property. 
 Secondly, some respondents had used the Internet to a greater extent than others in gaining 
information. 
 Thirdly, some respondents did not rely on a realtor at all; these respondents had found 
housing through the local newspaper or by word-of-mouth recommendation.  
All of the interviews were recorded and transcribed before being imported into MAXQDA 
2007, which is a software package that is designed for coding qualitative data; an earlier version of 
this program has previously been used successfully by Lasotta (2007) and Michalski (2002).  
4.3 Data analysis 
The analysis of the qualitative data proceeded by coding and qualitative content analysis. Such coding 
enabled the researcher to recognise and re-contextualise the data (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996; 
Ulkuniemi, 2003). 
The data coding, which was conducted by the author, enabled identification of the distinctive 
service-quality dimensions of: (i) potential quality (both for the virtual servicescape and the physical 
servicescape); and (ii) process quality. It should be noted that some respondents referred to several 
codes/quality dimensions in a single utterance. For example, one respondent reported his experience in 
the following words: 
 
Nice office and responsive. [In terms of] empathy, we felt she was really listening to us. She 
was always there when she said she would be there.  
 
This statement was classified simultaneously in several ways in deriving quality dimensions. In 
summary, the exemplar statement referred to all of the following:  
 physical servicescape quality; and 
 process quality: responsiveness; and 
 process quality: empathy; and 
 process quality: reliability. 
4.4 Reliability and validity 
Construct validity was enhanced in the present study by basing all interviews on the same general 
structure, which ensured that all quality dimensions in the framework were addressed by each 
respondent. Moreover, in accordance with Denzin (1984), who advocated the use of data triangulation 
to ensure construct validity, the current study combined empirical data that were collected from 
different individuals at different times. 
In accordance with Yin (1989), external validity was enhanced by drawing analytical 
generalisations in the light of the literature review and the theoretical framework described above. 
Reliability was enhanced by documenting the empirical research process thoroughly and by 
developing the coding structure in the context of critical discussion and reflection with several 
colleagues involved in marketing research.  
5. Results and discussion 
5.1 Demographic data 
Table 3 summaries the demographic data of the sample. Of the respondents, 53% were male. There 
were two instances of married couples among the respondents. More than two-thirds were assistant 
professors, whereas about a tenth were lecturers. The largest group of respondents worked in 
humanities and fine arts (41%), followed by university libraries (20.5%), business (12%), education 
(6%), and agriculture (6%). 
The vast majority (94%) had moved from another state to take up their new positions. About 
one-third had purchased a property, whereas the remainder were renting their accommodation. Due to 
the differences between renting and buying a property, the data were divided between two groups. The 
following results focus only on the group of buyers.  
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Table II: Demographic data of the sample 
 
5.2 Real estate e-servicescape quality 
The study revealed that respondents who eventually purchased a property used the Internet for 
conducting research before contacting a realtor. Respondents visited both general websites (for 
example, realtor.com) and the websites of individual real-estate agencies. According to respondents, 
the key indicators of quality were: (i) timeliness of information; (ii) ease of navigation; and (iii) 
availability of tools and visual displays. More specifically, there was broad agreement among 
respondents that pictures of the exteriors of properties were insufficient; rather, potential buyers 
expected a variety of interior pictures, floor plans, and even ‘virtual tours’ of the property. In contrast, 
the aesthetics of websites were not of major concern to the participants in this survey. Three of the 
respondents made the following observations: 
 
The websites … were very good [and] were updated often. Most of them had pictures and 
some also even had what they call ‘tours’ of the home … that was very nice. It gave me the 
information that I needed. Most important was the picture. 
 
I think they must try to have a virtual tour of all properties or adequate pictures … some 
properties had pictures … and may also have had a virtual tour, but … some properties had just 
the outside of the house. … We would like to see pictures of all the property—the landscaping, 
interior pictures and outside—rather than just having one or two pictures [which is] not 
sufficient, because you don’t really know what you are looking at. 
 
I think it would nice to have floor plans … I’m very visual and I like to see all that stuff.  
 
There was common agreement among respondents with regard to the desirability of search 
functions on websites. In addition to price ranges, respondents wished to search for particular types of 
properties, numbers of bedrooms and bathrooms, and size (square feet of building and acreage of 
property). 
In addition to giving the addresses of properties, some real-estate firms provided links to maps. 
Respondents judged this feature positively. However, one respondent suggested that the websites 
should provide links to satellite views (such as ‘Google Earth’) to provide potential buyers with a 
better understanding of the neighbourhood:  
 
They might have a link to a map—maybe Yahoo Maps or something like that. But I would 
prefer Google Earth to actually see a picture of where a property is located compared to 
schools and other houses, whether it’s in a subdivision type area or whether it’s more out in the 
county. 
 
With regard to the physical service environment, only a few respondents visited the actual 
offices of real-estate firms. However, those who did visit offices were pleased that they had done so 
and made positive judgments. Two respondents made the following observations: 
 
I would say it was very good. Nice home on main street, easy to find. And very well arranged. 
 
[The office] was in a very old home. I like old houses … so that made me happy.   
 
5.3 Real estate process quality  
The results of the present study were in accordance with those of the ‘RESERV’ scale (Nelson and 
Nelson, 1995) in finding that access, communication, empathy, responsiveness, and reliability were 
the key quality drivers of process delivery in real-estate services. Respondents mentioned that they 
wished to be kept informed about what the realtor was doing: 
 
I want them to call me frequently. I had one who never called me. I found out that she had 
shown the house [to other people] two or three times. I want to know that stuff. I just got rid of 
her. She had to communicate to me and she wasn’t doing that. 
 
Providing individual attention and working with the customer in a spirit of partnership to obtain 
the best possible results were considered to be important quality indicators. Respondents did not like 
realtors who were interested only in ‘closing the deal’ and collecting a commission. In contrast, they 
appreciated realtors who took extra time to show them around. One respondent made the following 
positive comment: 
 
Did a nice job; helped us out a lot; took us all over town; told us little things—like, if you want 
to get your car fixed, this is where you should go. 
 
In contrast, the following negative comment was made by another respondent: 
 
I thought our agent was OK [but] I think she could have been better. I don’t feel that she was 
really working in our best interest … If we did it all over again, we probably wouldn’t buy the 
house [from the same agent], based on the way we were treated. I just feel that she was not 
100% on our side. 
 
Knowledge and honesty were two factors that influenced perceived quality in the present study. 
These factors are not well addressed in SERVQUAL or the RESERV scale. The present study found 
that a realtor who is helping potential owners to find property should have experience of the market, 
which provides the customer with assurance and confidence. One respondent made the following 
observation: 
 
She was very knowledgeable about the value of land. She had been doing it for a while … she 
knew the property, the value, and the demand … I want to deal with somebody who is 
knowledgeable about the future state of the market. 
 
Purchasing a house is one of the biggest investments that an individual or family can make, and 
real-estate agents should therefore avoid any impression of being selfish and interested only in a 
financial commission. This can adversely affect a customer’s future intentions of doing business with 
the firm. One respondent made the following positive comment with regard to trust and honesty: 
 
I make a judgment about whether I can trust this person. When we felt that we could trust her, 
it became easier to look at the property. 
 
Another respondent made the following negative observation: 
 
We definitely would not use the same real estate agency, because I question their ethics. 
 
5.4 Customer satisfaction and customer loyalty 
In accordance with numerous previous studies, the findings of the present study suggest that good 
quality influences customer satisfaction and future customer behaviour. If new owners are satisfied 
with a real-estate service, they tend to recommend the firm and/or choose the same firm for future 
business (such as subsequently selling the property). Two respondents made the following 
observations: 
 
She’s a lovely lady. In fact she is selling my house now. I went back to them. 
 
I would use the same people to sell my house—even if there are competitors who would do it 
at cheaper cost to me. 
 
6. Conclusions and implications 
6.1 Main conclusions 
Service providers of intangible, high-contact services (such as real–estate agents) must appreciate that 
prospective customers face high uncertainty in the pre-purchase stage and that potential customers 
therefore evaluate the firm’s servicescape and tangible cues as surrogate quality indicators. Although 
many studies have noted that physical facilities represent an important aspect of the servicescape, 
customers might not visit the facilities of a firm at all; rather, they might rely only on information from 
the Internet. The content and structure of a company’s website therefore contributes to the pre-
purchase service experience of potential customers.  
Against this background, the present paper has developed and proposed an integrated model of 
both the virtual servicescape and the physical servicescape in assessing potential service quality. The 
findings of the study suggest that a modified service-quality measurement scale is appropriate for the 
real-estate industry. Table III provides a summary of the quality factors identified in this study. 
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Table III: Dimensions of service quality in real estate 
 
6.2 Theoretical contributions 
This study makes several important theoretical contributions. First, the study extends the rather limited 
extant knowledge regarding service quality of real-estate services. The findings confirm those of 
Seiler, Webb, and Whipple (2000) regarding the importance of agent characteristics as a quality factor. 
In addition, several service-quality dimensions that are specific to real-estate brokerage have been 
identified. The existence of these industry-specific quality dimensions suggests that researchers should 
not simply adapt the SERVQUAL scale as a measurement instrument.  
Secondly, the study adds to research knowledge in the area of virtual servicescapes and e-
service quality. The findings support previous studies that have pointed out the importance of website 
design and easy navigation. However, the significance of visuals has not been sufficiently emphasised 
in the past, especially in the context of intangible, high-contact services.  
Finally, a major contribution has been the development of a framework that integrates the 
virtual service environment and the physical service environment. 
6.3 Managerial contributions 
The study also provides several important managerial implications. The study has found that real-
estate quality is driven by two main components: (i) the interaction with a realtor (process quality); 
and (ii) the servicescape, especially a firm’s website design and content (potential quality). With 
regard to the first, real-estate firms need to focus on the agent’s personality and behaviour—especially 
with regard to responsiveness and reliability. The study has found that buyers place particular 
emphasis on their evaluations of a realtor’s perceived honesty and ethical behaviour. Management 
therefore needs to pay close attention to the recruitment and training of agents, and also to the ethical 
standards of the firm.  
The study also shows that, in addition to monitoring and improving their process quality, real-
estate firms must appreciate the importance of their potential quality, especially in terms of the virtual 
servicescape. Buyers compare the quality of websites of different real-estate firms before initiating 
contact. Tangible clues—such as pictures, floor plans and/or virtual tours—are especially important in 
this regard. Real-estate companies therefore need to follow the following guidelines: (i) ensure easy 
navigation; (ii) update the online content frequently; and (iii) provide valuable features and tools to the 
prospective customer (such as various search functions, pictures, floor plans, and virtual tours).  
7. Limitations and further research 
Several limitations are acknowledged with regard to this qualitative study; however, these limitations 
do provide potentially fruitful avenues for future research. First, the sample in this study might have 
been biased because all respondents were professionals in higher education; future researchers could 
consider using larger and more heterogeneous samples in a similar study. Secondly, the particular 
geographical area chosen for the present study was a ‘buyer’s market’, which might be why fewer 
online services were available for renters; future researchers need to consider the macro environment 
and the significance of differentiating between renters and buyers. Thirdly, future research should 
include other service industries in a similar study; for example, future studies could compare real-
estate services with hospitality services, in which customers experience the physical service setting 
more intensively.  
The research framework presented in Figure 1 also provides opportunities for future research. 
The role of a web presence as a supporting service to a firm’s core service (such as real-estate 
offerings), and the customer’s decision-making process in initiating a contact on the basis of a firm’s 
website, need to be investigated more closely. In addition, future research could explore in greater 
detail the relationship between the virtual servicescape and the physical servicescape. The findings of 
the present study suggested that only a minority of respondents visited the realtor’s office. It seems 
reasonable to argue that, for certain services such as real-estate services, the virtual servicescape is 
more important as a quality determinant than the physical facilities. However, services in which 
customers experience the facilities more intensely (for example, hospitality services) might provide 
quite different findings in this regard.  
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